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WATERIOWL CENSUSES OF BIOLOGICAL SURVEY
DEVELLP ING VALUABLE CONSERVATION DATA

Bfforts to a.acertain the fluctustions in the abundmce
of migratory waterfowl in North America, undertaken by the Bureau of Blological
Survey, United Statgs Department of Agriculturs, one year ago and persistently
followed wp elnce then, are Meeting with gratifying succéss., The accomplishmemtg --
already indicate thet the original conception of the pro:)ect was conservétive, ot
'cvér-ehthusiastic, end that infmtion will ultimately be derived from the censuses
‘.pat will be of inestimable valus in the formulation of a sound policy for the con-

#rvation of the country's waterfowl resources. The birds under consideration n
é‘ais far-reaching cooperative underteking, include not only the ducks, geess, ard
‘frans, which collectively are termed "waterfowl," but elso the Americen coot, o:
Yudhen,

| Purposes and Progress

Xfforts of orgnisations and individuals looking toward the conservationi‘nf
i“ﬁterfowl and the preservation of the importent recrektidam.of waterfpwl hunting had
recently developed the necessity for more definste end eccurate information rogar‘d-
ing;- the distribution end abu.ndanc; of the game birds of the country than has hitﬁer-
40 been availedle. This is particularly necesssry in Canada and the United State,
in connection with the enforcement of provigions of the migretory-vird treaty ne-'
gtiated to protect birds.that fly between these two countries; and it is also . ‘
desiredble in Mexico, in view of the greet numbers of North Americen waterfowl ﬁi’at
winter in that country. In order to obtain the information required, particu.larlir
' wt:h regard to t;he distribution and movemente of waterfowl, and their fluctuatiz g
§2 mmbers from year to year, a serles of waterfowl conguses was inaugurated by’tde
Biologlcal Survey on. Adugust 20, 1927, and these are now deing carried on at impofn
tant soncentration end breeding areas of tho birds throgghout much of North uaﬁca.

These censuses are being taken monthly on a designeted day by more th‘a'ﬁ
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3,000 voluntary cooperators of the Biological Survey, and at each concentration
ares of the birds counts or eatimates of their gbundance are made. These odb-
servers represent every State in the Union and all the Provinces of Canada, as
well as Alaska and Porto Rico. The important elemeﬁts in obtaining the informa-
tion are the simultaneous character of‘ this project and thé fact thet the work
is carried on at salient points over practically all of the North American con-
tinent. The dates for the censuses are fixed in advance, and fall on the Satur-
dey nearest the 10th of each month, the exact dates being communicated a long
time in advance to each observer so that all ma.y have opportunity to make neces-
sary arrangements for carrying on the worl;.

_ Cogperatorg
Cooperation has been obtained from virtually all the State geme and con- .

mation commlissions and also from Cansdian e.ﬁthorities, through the coopera-
tion of the Office of National Parks of Canada and the game-protection officiale
of the different Provinces. In addition, many United States Government buresus

" snd services are éiving cordial sypport, including the Forest Service, Weather
Bursau, end Extension Service in the Department of Agriculture; the National Pawk
Service, Office of Indian Affpirs, and Bureau of neclﬁmation'in the Department of
the Interior; the Bureau of Education in the Department of Labor; the Bﬁre'au of
Iighthouses and Buresu of Fisheries in the Department of Commerce; the Goﬁst

 Guard in the Treasury Depertment; and the Office of Eugineers in the War Depart-
nent. Invalﬁle aid is algo being given by indiv\dual sportsmen, conseﬁatim-
ists, ornithologiste, and other individuals ond their organizgtions.

So cordial and important hes been the cooperation given by various National,

State, ond Provincial organisations, pudlic and private, that emong thess it is
éa’itﬁcﬁlt to pick out special organizations for mention by name. So many of the

States end Provinces have offered their entire warden force for service in this

. Rovever, A so meeh valustis infomabicn has Vewn gatherod from theu, thet
: ..
offieials of the Biologicyl Survey consider that this fact deserves perticular

mention. Shﬁt and Provineial offiéia.ls_ .are showing great interest in this proj-
a0t and renlize that es the results benefit the country as a whole, the individual
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units will profit by the undertaking. The Izask Walton League of America
has assisted in many ways, not only through its national but thgough its
State organizations, and has promised its assistance in every way in its
power. The same is true of the American Wild Fowlers, which organization
has cooperated most heartily and effectively with the Biological Survey.

By a mutually adivantageous arrangement, the Office of National Parks
of Conada is conducting the tzking of these censuses in Canada with the help
and hearty cooperation of the Biological Survey. Valuable information is
thus being gathered in various parts of Cenada, which will not only fhrow
much light on the general waterfowl problem but will be vital to the conserva-
tion of the game birds of every one of the Canadian Provinces and Territories.
How important this is may be known from the fact that the great breeding
ground of the waterfowl of Nerth America is situated in Canada and Alsska,
and accurate information regarding watserfowl conditions throughout this vast
area is essential to the success of any conservation plan. The preservation
of the breeding grounds and satisfactory breeding conditions, which is the
problem for Canade, is inevitably linked with the equally important prob-
lem of their conservation in the United States and Mexico during the migra-
tion and wintering periods. These waterfowl censuses, therefore, will serve
Canado fully as much as they will the United States.

Methods of Taking Censuses

The cooperating observers select an area that can be covered by a
waterfowl census in a single day, usually the one in their vicinity that
is frequented by the largest number of waterfowl, and one that is extensive
enough to give a good idea of typical conditions in the locality. This area
is so defined that it can be readily identified for future work there, sinos
it is essanbtial ihaé the wapterfowl censusea be taken orn the same—areas nonth

after month and year after year, if the results are to be comparable. Sketch
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maps of the areas covered by the different obse:vers furnish accurate means of
reéording~and‘of'identifying areas on which the censuses are taken.
. Present

An actual count of species of all the waterfowl/ is made, unless the num-
bers are so great as to maké such count impossible, under which circumstances
careful estimates are made. The methods pursued in this sort of work are such as
have been found satisfactory by ornithologists of the Biological Survey after many
years of experience. In estimating the numbers in a large flock it has been found
best to count a certain portion of it, and then, using this as & unit of measure,
to estimate the remainder. Blocks of 100 and 1,000 birds have been found to dbe
convenient units, whether the birds are on the wing or resting on the water. In
the latter case it is often possible to estimatc the number of birds in a typical
gquare yard, and then multiply this number by the sstimated number of square yards
covered by the flock. Where birds are scattered in mixed flocks of several
gpecies over a large area, the proportion of the entire flock made up by each
specieé is carefully estimated, ard in this way the relative abundance of all the

species is obtained.

Accuracy in Qbservations and Reports

To make the results obtained dependable, great emphasis is laid on the care
that should be taken in maﬁing and recording all observations. All the observers
are urged to leave nothing to memory, but to make a careful record of all birds
at the time they are observed, and to avoid co£nting the same ones twice. The
accuracy of these waterfowl censuses, and therefore their value, depends directly
on tﬁe speed and completencss with which they can be organized and conducted.
These factors in turn depend almost wholly on the personnel and other.assistance
that can be obtained. To facilitate the work of enlisting cooperation from
organizations and individuals, and also to obtaia first-hand information regarding
local conditions in the various States, fiold trips heve been made from Fhe head-~
quarters offices of the Biological Suriey in Washington to most of the States of
the United States and the Provinces of Canada. These visits have the further
beneficial effect, ﬂot only of supervising the project, but, in working up the
results of the censuses, of more satisfactorily evaluating and using the data

gathicred.
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Reports of censuses taken in the United States, Alaska, and Mexico are
made monthly to the Biological Survey, and of thosge taken in Canade to the Office
of Naticnal Parks of Canaeda. Uniform sreport cardé are provided for the purpose,
80 that for each census taken inféxmation is furnished regarding the actual or
estimated number of each species seen at each station, the weather conditions,
and fhe food supply, tcgether with any other circumstances that may have a bear-

ing upon the presence or absence of waterfowl.

Results of First Year's Work

It will, of course, be necessary to have the second year's observations
as a bzsis for compﬁtations of increase or decrease of species or of waterfowl
as a whole, but several very interesting facts have slready been brought out by
the censuses up to the present time. Owing to the surprising response that has
been made to the requests for cooperation, thc vast store of information gathered
in the first yeur of the work has been far in excess of any reasonable expecta-
tion., The data obtained have been filed and indexed for ready reference.

These results show'paiticularly the winter coneentration areas in the
United States during the past year and the striking fact is brought out, more
clearly than ever befqre, that the virds that breed in Canada and migrate over
the United States withdraw intc surprisingly small areas for the winter. These
ereas lie chiefly along the Atlantic Coast from Long Island southward; along the
Gulf coast; up the lower Mississippl Valley; along the Pacific Coast; with com-
paratively few scattered, relutively small areas throughout the middle and
western United States. In addition to this, the waterfowl, ckhiefly ducks, that
winter in'Mexico are gathered into about six important areas, from which unfor-
tunately very little information was received during the past ycar, and which
must needs be covered adequately in order to supplement the information now
-avallsble., Among the most important of the othér facts brought out by these
waterfowl censuses are the movements of the bulk of the waterfowl esst and west,
ag well as north and south, particularly during migr;tion, the location of @he
bulk of the birds during diffcrent months, and monthl} fluctuations in these

movements.
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To show these facts, a series cf preliminary méps bas been prepared
indicating conditions and locations of the bulk of waterfowl on each of the
waterfowl census dates in the United States and southern Canadas, from which
areas the most satisfactory information has hitherto been received. ese
mape are filed in the Biological Survey uffices, as well as the other informa-~
tion gathered through these waterfowl censuses, and will become more service-
able when all necessary data can be more carefully analyzed and examined and
any errors eliminated, for in handiing a project of such magnitude it is of
course necessary and desirable to exercise all possible precaution to see that
the deductions from the data considered represent the true conditions.

One of the most encouraging featuresvof the past year's organization
and conduct of these waterfowl censuses has been the almost universal interest
and cordial offers to cooperate that have been met with everywhere. The pur-
poses of these censuses are apparently appreciated and the method fully approved
by those to whom it hae been explained, and the future success of the work
seems assured. The Biological Survey hopes to enroll additional observers as
soon as possible, particulsarly in Canada and Mexico, to cover all the important
concentration areas, so th:t the facts gathered may approximate as nearly as

possible the exsct waterfowl conditions over the North American -ontinent.
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